Hands off: work on animals such as this specially bred tupaia (tree shrew) may become illegal.
Germany is poised to pass a constitutional amendment that may lead to tighter restrictions on the use of animals in research.
Following a policy reversal by the main opposition party, the constitution is likely to be modified this year to state that animals must be treated as fellow creatures and protected from avoidable pain.
Such an amendment has been backed for several years by the governing Social Democrat and Green parties, but its passage by the required two-thirds majority was blocked by the opposition Christian Democrats.
The Christian Democrat leaders now say they support the amendment. According to party leader Angela Merkel, the change is linked to a controversial judgement by Germany's highest court on halal slaughtering. The court ruled in January that Muslims, like Jews, should be allowed to slaughter animals in this way. In this form of slaughtering, the animal is not stunned before it is killed.
The judgement has been badly received by the German public, and animal-welfare groups such as the Deutsche Tierschutzbund have intensified their campaign to change the constitution. But scientists fear that the proposed bill will interfere with their right to carry out research -which is separately enshrined in the constitution.
Germany's animal-protection laws are already among the strictest in the world, and until now science organizations have successfully campaigned against additional restrictions (see Nature 397, 461; 1999 rights is likely to lead to endless legal arguments and further bureaucratic obstruction to research involving animals."
Animal-protection groups expect the amendment to become a strong legal tool for them. "We will do everything in our power to reduce the number of experiments in Germany," says Wolfgang Apel, president of the Deutsche Tierschutzbund. "The constitutional freedom to research will no longer be enough to legally justify the use of animals in research," he predicts.
Andreas Kreiter, a neuroscientist at the University of Bremen, who uses macaques for his studies of electrical signals in primate brains, has been verbally and physically attacked by activists (see Nature 396, 505; 1998). Kreiter says that the amendment "would further threaten" his work.
But researchers now seem to be resigned to its passage in some form before October's elections. "The halal judgement has sensitized the public to an extent that a constitutional amendment seems unavoidable," says Kuno Kirschfeld, director of the Max Planck Institute for Biological Cybernetics in Tübingen, who deals with animal welfare at the Max Planck Society. "We are very unhappy about this development", he says, "but it looks as if all we can do is campaign for soft wording." 
